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DEDICATION




To Kari Sutherland —

for getting me through five books
and teaching me so much in the process.

Thank you doesn’t come close to covering it.
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PART ONE

RESISTANCE






ONE


THE MAN I KILLED WON’T LEAVE ME ALONE.

He comes to me at night. The first time he intruded on my dreams I thought it was an isolated thing. A sudden troublesome nightmare that would fade with the night, never to return.

But it does. He does. And I begin to realize he’s never going away. Brown eyes. Bullet hole. Black-red blood. He will always be there.

The knowledge sinks slowly, awfully, like an animal’s teeth biting down and holding deep and hard into my muscle. I can’t pull away. Can’t shake it. I’m caught. Pinned in its jaws.

Strangely, I thought being labeled a killer and losing everything—my future, family, boyfriend, friends—was the worst thing that could ever happen to me. It’s not. Finding out they were right? Finding out that’s exactly what I am?

That’s worse.

He’s just a shadow in the corner of the room tonight. A dark, motionless shape, the edges of him blurred like smudges on paper.

I sit up in the bed, drawing my knees to my chest. Sean lies beside me, chest rising and falling softly, unaware of our late-night visitor. And I guess he’s only my visitor really. Nothing haunts Sean. For him the past is just that. Something left behind, and I envy his ability to move on. To accept himself. To simply accept what is.

My gaze slides back to the dead man. I feel his familiar eyes crawling over me. Watch him watching me while cicadas drone a steady lullaby outside the trailer. Looking at him, I remember everything. That moment when the director of Mount Haven forced my hand and demanded that I kill. Oh, Harris gave me a choice. I guess. If letting him kill Sean was a choice. Either I killed a stranger—an anonymous carrier—or Sean died. That was my choice. No matter what, someone would have died. Either way, my fate was decided.

Sean sleeps on, blissfully unaware, his body like something sculpted from marble, the dark ink tattoos on his arm and neck standing out starkly against his lighter skin. I try to use this—the familiar, comforting sight of him—to make me feel better. He’s why I killed that man, after all. So Sean could live. But it doesn’t work. Unable to look at him, unable to bear the reminder, I turn away.

And that’s what Sean has come to be. A reminder of the most horrible moment of my life. I don’t regret saving him, but it doesn’t change the fact that I’m a killer now.

When we first fled Mount Haven and arrived at this trailer practically sitting on the US-Mexican border, everything was great. Sean. Me. We were great. Holding hands, touching, kissing. Like two teenagers who had just discovered each other. In a way, I guess we were that. We curled around each other every night, our bodies like two spoons. There was no pressure beyond whispered words and lingering kisses. Just the scent of him, his skin warm and solid next to mine, was enough. Being with him filled me with a giddy sense of hope—a belief that everything was going to be all right. Was that only days ago? How quickly things disintegrated and dissolved to dust.

My nails dig into my palms, indenting the flesh with tiny half-moons. I embrace the pain, taking the punishment. Rolling on my side, I pretend that the figure in the corner isn’t there anymore, watching me. Brown eyes. Bullet hole. Black-red blood.

I pretend Sean hasn’t become someone I can’t bear to see or touch or love.

Closing my eyes, I tell myself pretending will eventually work. That it will become real.

I’m the first one up. I feel achy and tired all over, and I take an extra-long shower, bowing my head and letting the water beat down on my neck. It doesn’t help that I never really went back to sleep, too afraid of a repeat visit from Brown Eyes himself. I used to treasure my eight hours of sleep every night.

Back home, Mom had to shake me awake two or three times every morning. I loved my bed. The down-filled comforter. The surplus of pillows and stuffed animals from my youth. The way the morning sunlight would filter through my pink-and-green diaphanous curtains. It’s strange how much you miss all those little things. What I wouldn’t do to hug one of my old stuffed animals. To be that girl again. Sometimes on Saturdays Mom would make French toast and sausages. The savory aroma would fill the house and lure me from bed. It’s hard to accept that those days are gone. Even lunches at my old private school, Everton, had been delicious. Not that I appreciated it at the time. I miss the salad bar and the made-to-order stir-fry.

Gil pops up on the couch, his hair sticking out in every direction. He rubs his eyes as I pour cereal into a bowl. No milk, but I’m already used to eating it dry.

A book slides to the floor. He must have fallen asleep reading it. It’s an old, yellowed, dog-eared copy of The Hobbit. Last night he told Sabine the general plotline. She sat before him like a little girl, holding her knees and rocking in place, her eyes wide as he painted a picture of hobbits, dragons, and all manner of fantastical creatures. Sean had listened, too, his smile rueful as his eyes slid from them to me.

“Sorry.” I wince as I set the box back down on the table. “Didn’t mean to wake you.”

Blinking, Gil reaches for his glasses sitting on the upside-down crate serving as a coffee table. No longer blind, he zeroes in on me. “Nah, I needed to get up anyway.”

I resist asking why. It’s not as though we have that much to do. Sean monitors the comings and goings at the river below. Gil occasionally joins him or relieves him. Right now we’re just waiting until Sunday, when we’ll make our crossing. Along with a copy of The Hobbit, we discovered a box of checkers on the dusty shelf in the corner of the trailer. We play that a lot, even though Gil always wins. There’s the challenge, the hope that we might beat him, that keeps bringing us back. That and boredom.

I munch noisily as Gil removes a stale bagel from a bag and takes a huge bite. Our food choices are limited. The place was supplied with minimal groceries when we first arrived. Nothing fresh. Mostly items that won’t expire or grow mold anytime soon.

“Didn’t think I could miss anything about Mount Haven,” he mutters, dry crumbs falling from his lips.

I nod, understanding. “The food.”

“I never ate that well before. Unless you count jumbo slushies and bags of Cheetos from the gas station.”

I nod like I agree. Like I didn’t eat well in my old life, too. Except I did. We ate out at the best restaurants. Sushi. Chinese. Italian. And Mom was a good cook, even if she only bothered once, maybe twice, a week. She made a lasagna so deep you could lose a fork in it. Dad would groan at the sight of it. My chest tightens, an uncomfortable ball forming in the center. I wonder if I’ll ever see them again.

Sean and Sabine join us. We all move around in companionable silence, preparing our unappetizing breakfasts.

Sabine isn’t a morning person. You’re lucky to get a word out of her before ten a.m. She rips the foil packaging off a Pop-Tart and sits across from me at the table. Shaking long brown hair back from her face, she manages a smile, biting into the pastry. Crumbs fall to the table, and she brushes them onto the floor.

Sean uses one of the jugs of water to make some coffee, and soon the rich aroma fills the trailer. He offers me a mug and I accept. After the first bitter swallow, I reach for the sugar and add a generous spoonful. Then a second. Maybe someday I’ll enjoy a latte again. Maybe they have those where we’re going. Maybe. My life is full of maybes. Even more than the maybes are the “never happening agains.”

I sigh against the ceramic rim, grateful for the surge of caffeine to my bloodstream.

“Good?” Sean asks.

“Yeah. Thanks.”

Sabine’s gaze darts between us. There’s silent inquiry in her eyes. Speculation. I know she’s wondering what’s up with us. Well, with me.

Sean gathers up his well-worn map and binoculars and the spiral pad he’s been using to take notes. The map in his hand crinkles as he says, “I’ll be back later.” His gaze sweeps the room, lingering on me the longest. “I wouldn’t mind some company.”

I nod, and the motion feels jerky, unnatural. “Sure. I’ll be out in a little while.” Like I have something keeping me inside the trailer.

The trailer door shuts quietly after him.

Gil rises. “Hope you don’t mind, but I’m gonna borrow one of the beds and go back to sleep. That couch sucks.”

He heads off, the weak linoleum creaking under his bare feet. I’ve been here almost a week and still can’t stand walking barefoot over the gross floor.

“So what’s up with you and Sean?”

My gaze whips up. Sabine has moved on to the second Pop-Tart. She chews primly.

Despite our less-than-stellar diet of Pop-Tarts and dry cereal, she looks good. Better than she did when I first met her at Mount Haven. There’s color in her cheeks now and her gaze is bright.

“What do you mean?”

She rolls her eyes. “You can barely look at him.”

Is it that obvious? We’re all getting along. Smiling. I put on a good show. At least I thought so. “We’re fine. Nothing’s wrong,” I deny. Because it can’t be. Whatever this is, I’ll fix it. We’ll be fine. I’ll be fine.

“Right.” The corner of her mouth lifts. “When we first got here, you two couldn’t keep your hands off each other. It was like being stuck with a couple of honeymooners.”

My face warms. “It’s nothing. I’m just focused on getting across. I’ll relax once this is over and we’ve made it to the other side.”

She shrugs a slim shoulder. “We’ll either make it or we won’t. I’d think you’d want to get in as much quality time with Sean as you can before we leave. Especially since we might be caught or killed. Carpe diem and all that.” She says it so matter-of-factly. Our life has become this. The subject of our potential demise commonplace. Caught or killed. At this point, they’re one and the same.

Her smile slips away and she stares at me evenly, a sharp glint in her eyes. Almost like she’s annoyed with me. How can I explain to her what’s going through my head? That since we settled in here, I’m having a hard time coming to terms with killing that guy. Being close to Sean is . . . difficult.

Rising from the table, I murmur something about making the bed and head to the back of the trailer. One thing about being stuck in an eight-hundred-square-foot space is that there is nowhere to hide. Not from one another. Not from ghosts.

I wake with a jolt again that night. Opening my eyes, I sit up and immediately look for him. The man I killed. He’s not here. A relieved breath pushes past my lips.

“Davy?” Sean’s there, sitting up beside me. I blink at the empty space surrounding us and lower my body back down on the bed, clutching the sheets to my chest in knotted fists. I gaze at the ceiling, focusing on the web of spidery cracks in the vinyl-covered ceiling.

Sean settles beside me. His hand curls around my arm in a loose touch.

“Bad dream?” His deep voice rumbles through the dark.

I nod. It’s easier than explaining that I woke because I was afraid a manifestation of the guy I killed might have decided to come visit me again.

“Are you okay?”

My voice scratches across the air papery-thin. “Yes.”

“Why do I feel like you’re just telling me that because you think it’s what I want to hear?”

It’s what I want to hear, too. It’s what I want to be true.

I face Sean in the dark. He’s so close but feels far away from me. It’s as if I left him in the past. Back at Mount Haven, where they were grooming us to be something more than the killer stamped onto our genetic code. Something worse. Except he isn’t gone. He’s here. “I don’t want you to worry about me.”

“I’m always going to worry about you, Davy. That’s called caring.”

“I know. I care about you, too.” I’m just not sure I can be with you anymore. Not like this. Not the way you want me to be. Not the way you deserve.

After a moment, his hand slips from my arm and some of my tension whispers free, and I hate this. Hate that I’ve pulled away from him and he knows it. Sabine noticed. He’d be a fool not to notice. If it wouldn’t be so awkward, I would move into Sabine’s room across the hall. But that would only be like waving a red flag that something is wrong, that I’m broken.

“Good night, Davy.”

“Good night,” I return.

I’m going to be okay. We’re going to be fine. Broken things get fixed all the time. I’ll stop being so weird around Sean, and everything—the world included—will work itself out.





TWO


GIL HAS TAKEN TO PREPARING OUR DINNERS, AND IF I never eat another peanut butter sandwich again, that would be just fine with me. I long for a warm meal. French fries. God, pizza.

“I miss my mother’s cooking,” Sabine murmurs, tearing off bits of her sandwich and placing them in her mouth. “She made schnitzel and sauerbraten. Like the real deal, you know?” She cocks her head to the side. “Think I’ll ever have German food again?”

“In Germany,” Gil volunteers.

Sabine laughs without humor. “Yeah. My chances of going back home to Garden City, Idaho, to visit my family are better than me making it to Germany.” Sabine hasn’t said much about her family up to this point. I know she’s one of six kids—the only one with HTS. Her father considered taking her and running away, but he couldn’t abandon the rest of the family. Not just for her. I think she understands that, but it must sting nonetheless, knowing you’re the sacrifice.

“Where we’re headed?” Gil shakes his head. “I doubt you’ll ever see bratwurst again. Your mom never taught you to cook?”

“She tried. I never paid attention. I was too into robotics.”

“I never knew you were a tech geek.” Gil’s face brightens.

“I wasn’t that great at it, but yeah. I was on my high school robotics team.”

“You must have been good. They brought you to Mount Haven for some reason.”

“Yeah, because I speak German and passable French. Not that that’s gonna help me much in Mexico.” She reaches for a pudding cup, tearing it apart from the others in the pack. It’s like she feels the pressure of our gazes, though. She looks up and gives a small shrug. “And I had a nearly perfect GPA.”

“Oh.” Gil rolls his eyes. “That might have been another factor.”

Tucking a long strand of brown hair behind her ear, she smiles at him, then glances at me and Sean.

“I miss my mom’s lasagna,” I volunteer, arriving at something to contribute to the conversation, determined to shake off my funk and be as normal as possible with my friends. Because they are my friends. The only friends I have left. I need to make an effort.

“Enchiladas,” Sean adds, taking a bite of his sandwich. Gil made him two. A good thing, considering he devours half a sandwich in one bite.

“I don’t think that will be a problem where we’re going. We should get some decent Mexican food at least.” Sabine reaches for another pudding cup. She peels the foil top back and licks it clean.

“We can hope,” I say.

“You kidding?” Gil shakes his head. “I’m expecting some serious Mexican food like what my abuela made. I can’t wait for some chicharrónes.”

I can’t help smiling. “Or what? It’s a deal breaker? We’ll stay here and eat peanut butter and pudding cups forever?”

“Hello, Debbie Downer,” Sabine teases, tossing empty pudding cups into the nearby trash can.

“Watch. In a month we’ll be missing pudding cups and peanut butter.” Sean nudges my shoulder lightly. I smile back at him, and it’s not too hard.

Sabine wrinkles her nose. “Doubtful.”

I try to imagine where we’ll be in a month, but it’s all gray. Just fuzzy static when I try to visualize the future. There’s no clear image, and this is still strange to me. Months ago, I could picture my future down to the smallest detail. Prom. Graduation. Me with Zac in New York. Juilliard.

Gil gets up and takes his plate to the sink. “I’m going to try the radio again.”

Sabine groans. “The reception is terrible.”

He shrugs. “I caught something earlier today.”

He sits on a stool at the short stretch of countertop and fiddles with the radio. Sabine starts on her third pudding cup. I don’t know where she puts it, but at least she looks less gaunt than when we first met at Mount Haven.

Scratchy static fills the air as Gil hunts for a station.

I glance at Sean. “Do you think they’re looking for us?” I don’t have to elaborate. He knows I mean the people from Mount Haven. The fear has weighed on me—on all of us, I’m sure. It’s like we consciously try not to voice it. I search Sean’s face.

“I doubt they’re giving up any staff or manpower to come after us. Someone will be keeping an eye out for us, but it’s probably not anyone from Mount Haven. Just general Agency people and the Border Patrol.”

“We’re probably on some kind of list, though,” Gil chimes in, his face screwed tight with concentration as he slowly turns the dial. “Probably got our faces plastered all over the internet and every gas station between here and Austin.”

Sabine snorts as she scrapes at the inside of the cup. “Like a list of the government’s most wanted carriers or something?”

Not “or something.” There’s probably just such a list, and we’re on it. My stomach knots uncomfortably. I think about the fact that our faces are out there for every agent of the Wainwright Agency to commit to memory. We’ll never be free to return to this country.

“We should think about altering our appearances,” Sean suggests. “I mean, we’re always going to be two guys and two girls . . . but maybe we can do something.”

I nod, wondering how we could do that out here in the middle of nowhere. Tossing a knowing smile at us, Sabine gets up and moves down the hall to the bathroom.

Gil continues to work over the box, turning the dial, inching along. Every once in a while a snatch of Tejano music fills the air. I grimace. The world still plays music. For some reason that strikes me as odd. Wrong somehow. Which is really weird for me to think. Have I actually reached a point where hearing music feels so wrong?

“Hey.” Sean nudges me. “Finish your sandwich. You need your strength.”

I force a smile and take another bite, working the thickness of peanut butter around in my mouth.

Sean studies me, his eyebrows drawn tightly together in an expression of concern. He watches me like this all the time now. Like he’s worried something he says or does might be the final straw that shatters me.

Sabine returns then, brandishing a few boxes in the air. “I just figured out why these are under the sink. This underground network thinks of everything.”

“What are they?” Gil asks.

“Clairol.” She reads each box. “Ebony Mocha, Nutmeg, and Midnight Black.” She looks back at me and Sean with an arched eyebrow. “Who wants to go first?”

Sean and Gil watch in silence as Sabine cuts my hair with a pair of kitchen scissors. The blades saw sharply through the thick strands. Gil’s eyes widen as the long pieces fall like dandelions dropping through air.

We all agreed cutting my hair would help alter my appearance, but the decision was mostly just to ensure we had enough dye. The instructions recommended two boxes for long hair, and since we only have one box of any given color, Sabine got to play barber.

Sean’s expression is calmly neutral, but he watches me carefully, closely, staring at my face, not my rapidly diminishing hair. It’s like he’s waiting for me to crumble.

Over hair? Does he think I’m that fragile? I start to shake my head at the idea, but stop at Sabine’s warning hiss.

Holding still, I face myself in the mirror as Sabine moves around to the back. I watch my transformation with a curious sense of detachment. Oddly enough, I feel lighter. Unburdened. Like with every lock of hair hitting the floor, a bit of the old me is left behind, too, making way for a new girl.

My hair now closely frames my face, ending just a little bit below my ears. My eyes pop, enormous in my face without my hair shrouding me. And my imprint pops, too. The dark band with the trademark H more pronounced than ever.

“I think it’s pretty straight,” Sabine murmurs, her forehead knitting with intent focus. She clamps the scissors between her teeth and squats before me, grabbing the ends of my hair dangling just below my ears and stretching them to see if they match.

“Doesn’t matter,” I say. “It’s just hair.”

“Oh, this looks hot.” She grins at me.

I snort.

“Good?” She looks at Sean and Gil for confirmation.

Sean steps inside the bathroom and suddenly everything grows tighter, claustrophobic almost. He lightly tugs at a lock of hair brushing the back of my neck. “This piece here. It’s still too long.”

Sabine leans in and snips. “All right . . . now for the good part.”

She shakes a plastic bottle holding the dark dye for several seconds, still grinning.

“You’re having too much fun,” I accuse.

She nods. “You know it. Maybe I have a future in this. When we get to where we’re going, I can open a salon.”

Setting the bottle down, she tugs on a pair of plastic gloves with surgical precision and squirts some of the dark goo into her palms. The strong aroma fills the space, stinging my nostrils and making my eyes tear up. She cuts me a glance. “This might hurt a little.”

I laugh. “Quit it.”

“You’re not performing heart surgery,” Gil utters from the door.

Sabine glances at Sean, who still fills the small bathroom, arching an eyebrow at him. “Gonna give me some room in here, big guy?”

He hesitates a moment, looking from the handful of dark glop to me.

I smile encouragingly. “It’s just hair,” I remind him.

And I’m not just saying that to make him feel better. It’s true. A thing like cutting off my hair and dying it midnight black might have seemed reprehensible to the girl I used to be. But it didn’t even register on the radar of things I care about now.

“That’s right,” Sabine agrees. “You’re not in love with her hair, right?”

I glare at Sabine and bite back the impulse to argue that he’s not in love with me at all. At least he’s never said those words to me. It’s a relief, actually. The words would only make me feel bound to him, responsible for him in a way that I can’t deal with right now. I already care too much about him. About him and Gil and Sabine. I don’t need to pile on more.

I hold my tongue in the strained silence that ensues. And that isn’t awkward. No. Not awkward at all.

She rolls her eyes and with her one free hand adjusts the towel draping my shoulders. Leaning down, she says near my ear, “Lighten up.”

That said, she smacks a handful of dye onto the top of my head and starts working it into the short mass of hair. It doesn’t take long until my hair is a wet black helmet hugging my scalp.

Sabine glances at Gil. “Give me thirty minutes, then we’ll check it. Might take longer.”

He glances at his watch. “Okay.”

Her gaze narrows on Sean. “Next.”

“All right. Let’s do this.” He pulls off his shirt and tosses it down, revealing his well-muscled torso. Zac was a rugby player, and I spent a lot of time in the summer around rugby guys. I always thought they were big, but Sean makes me reconsider my definition of big.

Sabine’s eyes widen like she’s never seen a shirtless guy before, and I guess a shirtless Sean is a little gawk-worthy. It’s like he takes up all the space in the small bathroom.

I sit on the toilet seat, lid down, and suffer the stink of dye soaking on my head. My scalp tingles and itches, and I have to resist digging my fingernails into the ink-dark mess piled on top of my head. The stench stings my nostrils, and I can only think of Mom right then. Her horror if she knew I was dying my hair. Then that thought dies. It wouldn’t have been the most horrible thing to happen to her daughter in recent months.

Sitting on an upside-down bucket, Sean is stoic as Sabine makes quick work of his hair. He leans his back against the sink, looking as ridiculous as I do. Gil waves a hand in front of his face. “Sorry. Gotta bail before I pass out from the smell.”

“Wimp!” Sabine calls, yanking off her gloves and tossing them in the trash. Taking a towel, she gives us both her attention, wiping at the skin edging our hairlines, cleaning off the brown ring so it doesn’t stain our faces too much. “You’re both going to be a pair of brunette beauties.” I smile. It’s hard not to.

She turns and washes her hands in the sink, scrubbing at where some of the dye reached her forearms.

I glance at Sean. “It’s good to see you smile,” he says.

At his words, my smile threatens to slip away, but I fight to keep it in place.

“I’m sure when we get across we’ll all have a lot more reason to smile,” Sabine interjects, staring at both of us in the mirror’s reflection.

I nod, hoping she’s right.





THREE


THAT NIGHT THE DEAD MAN LURKS IN THE CORNER again. I sneak a glance at Sean, still asleep. Nothing disturbs him. Not the girl slowly losing her mind beside him. Did I possess a mad gene, too, to go along with my kill gene? Because clearly, I’m losing it.

I return my gaze to the figure in the corner. He’s motionless in that I-could-spring-at-you-any-moment way.

“What do you want?” I demand, my voice whisper-soft, fingers clutching the blanket, fearful that I might wake Sean.

There is no reply. I bury my face in my hands and then slide them up, pulling my hair back almost violently, eyes fixed unblinking on him.

“I’m sorry. Just go away. Leave me alone. Please leave me alone.” The mantra trips from my lips, picking up speed.

His guttural, barely-there voice reaches me. I lock up, all of me freezing tight as I search his shadow, straining to hear that hoarse stretch of a single word. “Never.”

The solitary word tears through me like a rusty wire. Of course he’s never going away. I killed him. Took his life. Gazed into his eyes as he took his last breath. It’s impossible to hide from this. He’ll find me. Here. In Mexico. Wherever I go, he will go with me.

A sob strangles my throat and I look down unseeingly, rocking, staring into my lap, tugging my short hair back until my scalp stings. Gibberish, incoherent pleas flow from my lips, begging him to go, to leave me alone. I don’t know who I’m talking to. God maybe. If God still listens to the prayers of someone like me.

I relax my grip on my skull and look up. The dark shape is gone. Shadows bleed over the walls with the oncoming dawn. God. I laugh softly. Maybe I am losing my mind. Hallucinating. Either that or a ghost really is visiting me. Whatever the case, I’m pretty much in a world of suck.

Sean still sleeps, lost in dreams. Or even better—that great oblivion of sleep where even dreams can’t touch you. He’s totally unmired in the past, and I envy him that. Maybe resent it, too. Even though it’s not his fault.

I inhale, but the room feels too tight, the walls too close. The odor of my freshly dyed hair sears my nostrils. I slip from the bed and make my way down the narrow hall, my sock-clad feet treading silently on the floor, my palms skimming along the wall as I walk. I step past the smaller bedroom where Sabine sleeps. Gil snores from the couch.

At the front door, I squeeze my feet into my shoes and turn the doorknob, desperate to taste air and feel open space all around me. Careful not to wake anyone, I ease outside.

Cool twilight greets me. The cicadas go at it, a hypnotic drone that drapes over a thicker layer of silence. It’s this underlying silence that unnerves me. It throbs like something alive, pulsing over my skin. Through me. The kind of quiet that you never hear in the city. Or in the suburbs. That indefinable thing, that electric buzz, is missing. People.

I tuck the choppy-short strands of hair behind my ears, exposing them to the bite of cold. I shiver, choosing my steps carefully over the broken and rutted ground as I make my way to the lookout. A quick glance behind reveals the hulking shape of the trailer. It looks innocuous, grim, and desolate sitting on concrete blocks, the hardwood planks cracked and buckling in places. The harsh climate has taken its toll on the structure. It’s as battered as the landscape.

A coyote yips in the distance. Months ago the sound would have startled me and sent me running back for shelter. I would have been terrified of coming face-to-face with a wild animal, but I don’t worry anymore. There are worse things than beasts waiting in the dark. Things like me.

Wind tears at my hair as I lower myself down to the outcropping overlooking the river far below. The rough scrape of rock abrades my palms as I settle my weight. Sean has spent hours out here, his skin turning brown from observing the comings and goings in the valley below.

The faintest color tinges the sky, casting the dawn a murky blue. I hug my knees to my chest, wishing I’d brought a blanket with me. It’s cold in the mornings and at night.

I know that the temperature will spike once the sun rises and bakes the earth—and us inside the trailer. We have a couple of table fans, but they only seem to stir the hot air around. I should enjoy the chill while I have it.

The coyote is quiet now. It’s only the purr of cicadas over the silence as I squint into the darkness below, detecting the barest glint of water there, waiting for us to cross.

Suddenly a blanket is draped over my shoulders. I start a little, glancing up sharply. Sean sinks down beside me.

“You should tell someone when you’re leaving the trailer.”

I nod. He’s right, of course. We’re fugitives. They’re looking for us. Well, maybe not us specifically, but carriers. We can’t be the only ones out here hiding. Hoping to get across.

“Thank you.” I tighten my fingers around the edge of the blanket. The fabric helps ward off the chill, but I still shiver. Silence stretches between us as we stare out at the fading night.

Sean’s voice strokes over me. “You ready to leave here?”

“As ready as I’ll ever be.” Maybe out there, on the other side, dead men won’t haunt me.

I feel his gaze on me. “What’s going on, Davy?”

I don’t pretend that I don’t understand his meaning. I tried that with Sabine, but I can’t do that with Sean. Not after all we’ve been through. I owe him more than that. And yet I don’t know how to explain it, either. Am I prepared to confess that I’m seeing ghosts? “I can’t shake off Mount Haven. What I did there.” It’s as close as I can come to articulating the fact that I murdered someone in cold blood. He knows it, of course, but that doesn’t mean I can say it aloud.

I turn and get caught up in his eyes. Their blue-gray glitters at me in the rising dawn, and I long for when those eyes used to make me feel all kinds of good. “It’ll pass,” he says.

I nod, wanting to believe that, wanting to find some happiness.

“Give it time,” he adds. “Things happen. Things that you think you’ll never get over. But you do. You move on. It gets better with time. You forget. Forgive. Whatever.” A long pause follows, like he’s thinking . . . remembering something. Probably that thing he’s forgiven himself for. “Life goes on and you go on with it.”

He sounds like he almost believes that. I study him, searching to see the crack in his expression that reveals he doesn’t—that he’s lying to himself. To me. It never comes. He’s reached some kind of peace inside himself. Desperate longing for that same peace fills me, spreading in a bitter ache through my chest.

He catches me looking at him. “What?”

“You really believe that.”

“Sure.” A hint of a smile curves his lips. “I do.”

“Then you mustn’t have done anything really wrong.”

Nothing like I did.

His jaw tenses and his gaze slides off me. In the emerging dawn I see a dimming in the light behind his eyes. “It was wrong.”

“Tell me.” My gaze flicks to his imprint—the dark band with the circled H. We’re talking about this. Finally. About how he got the imprint. “How’d you get the tattoo?”

His eyes fall unerringly back on me, almost as though I compelled him. As though my voice forced him to look at me.

“Tell me,” I repeat, needing to hear this. I’ve waited so long to learn what he did to deserve that—if he did really do anything at all. He had been a child when the Agency imprinted him. Hard to imagine he could have done anything too terrible. Especially then. As good, as honorable, as he is now, how could he have been worse as a boy?

“I was eleven,” he begins, his voice drifting, curling into the brightening air washing over us. “It was before my foster mom took me in, and I was at a home for boys. We slept in a dormitory. I had a top bunk.” He shrugs. “I thought it was cool. Bunk beds, you know.”

I nod.

“I’d been there a few months. I’d moved from a different facility to this new one for older boys,” he continues. “I was still fighting to find my place. Literally, every day. A bunch of us boys beating the piss out of each other.”

“Sounds like a prison movie.”

“Yeah. Not that different. Any time a new kid moved in, the hazing was brutal. Things had finally started to ease up for me, and then this new boy arrived. I can still remember his name. Branson.” Sean expels the name with a heavy breath. “He was about the same age as me but a hell of a lot bigger.”

“Bigger?” I feel my eyebrow wing high. Sean’s no small guy.

“Yeah. I was pretty average for my age then. I shot up six inches the summer before freshman year. But Branson was like a grown man already. The guy had a beard by three p.m.”

I smile a little.

He snorts. “His hazing was brief, of course. No one wanted to take him on. The second day he was there, he decided he wanted my top bunk.” He laughs hoarsely. “He could have picked on one of the others with a top bunk, but no, I was the lucky one.”

His hand moves to my hand resting on the rocky ground between us. His fingers trace a small pattern on the back of it. For once, I don’t shrink from his touch. I’m too engrossed in his story. His words weave around me like a spell.

“I could feel everyone’s eyes on me when he ordered me to switch bunks with him.” His voice drops to a low rumble, and I know he’s back in that moment, living it. “I knew if I let him have that bunk it would—” He shakes his head and makes a small grunt. “They would never let up on me. It would be hazing twenty-four/seven. It would be relentless. Hell.”

“What then?” I prod, desperate to hear more. Desperate also for him to stop, fearful of where he’s going with this.

“Neither one of us were going to back down. So stupid.” He laughs dryly. I’m not sure if he means himself or Branson or the situation in general. “He was trying to drag me off the top bunk. He had me by the ankles, and I just hauled back and kicked him in the face. Hard. As hard as I could. I still had my shoes on, you know.”

My hand turns beneath his, bringing our palms flush together. His skin is warm and solid. I give his fingers a squeeze. It’s all I can do. Maybe just a futile attempt to give comfort. Except he doesn’t need comforting. That’s what he’s saying, anyway. What he wants me to believe. Even if the way his hand clenches mine back says otherwise.

“What happened?” I press.

“He flew backward several feet. I heard the crack of his skull when he hit the floor.” He leans back, dropping on the ground and staring up at the fading night. The stars are still visible, studding the sky. Still holding on to my hand, he drapes his other arm across his forehead. He studies the canopy of stars like it’s a great canvas of art.

“Did he . . .”

“They took him to the hospital. He broke several vertebrae. Concussion. I didn’t see him again after that. I think he was in the hospital for a long time, and he wore a brace afterward . . . at least that’s what I heard.”

“But he could still walk.”

“Eventually.” He nods. “Immediately after that I was imprinted and put in a home for boys with imprints. Met one of my foster brothers there. That’s where Martha found us.”

“It was an accident—” I start to say, and then stop. It’s what he keeps telling me, and each time I never want to hear it. I wet my lips. He probably doesn’t want to hear it, either. “It was just normal boy stuff. Hardly deserving of getting imprinted.”

“And slapping a boy because he was a jerk to you is?”

I flinch at this reminder of Zac. Slapping him had been immature of me, a thoughtless reaction to an ugly situation. A boyfriend turning out to be less than the prince I thought him to be was a crushing blow at the time. And yet slapping him shouldn’t have been a crime. It shouldn’t have gotten me marked for life.

“I don’t kid myself. If Branson had been someone important—not another carrier—I would have ended up in jail. I’d probably still be there.”

And I would never have met him.

I try to imagine this. I don’t think I could have gotten through my time at Keller, once I was expelled from Everton, without him. Those weeks stuck in the Cage were awful. It was bad enough that we carriers were quarantined from the rest of the school in an old sports equipment room, complete with a lockable grate, but then to have that pervy sleazebag Brockman guarding the six of us . . . My nape prickles at the thought of what Brockman could have done to me. He’d already made life hell for Coco, the only other female carrier there. He would have tried to do the same to me. And again, at Mount Haven, Sean was always there to defend me, whether I wanted it or not.

“We’re just doing our best to live in this world, Davy.” Sean’s voice stretches into the fading dark. “We’re not perfect, but we’re not monsters, either. We’re just human.”

“I know,” I murmur. “I’m trying to get there.” And I am. I really am.

I ease down beside him and join him in gazing at the stars. Eventually their light starts to diminish as day takes over.

Gradually I slide my hand away from his, still needing that distance, that space.

“So time is the answer?” I try not to sound so skeptical. Especially after everything he just revealed to me.

“You’ll get there, Davy.”

He sounds so certain. I wish I could be. After a while I prop myself up on my elbows and look out at the river again. That’s all I need. Time and freedom. A life that isn’t crippled with regret. Where brown eyes and bullet holes don’t follow me everywhere. Then I’ll be me again. Or at least some new version of me that isn’t always looking behind her.

Our last night in the trailer I can’t sleep. I don’t let myself. Maybe it’s because we’ll be up in a few hours anyway, heading across the border. Once we cross, we’ll meet with our contacts on the other side, sympathizers who help relocate carriers like us to refugee camps in Mexico. The driver who brought us here had given us the instructions. It could just be nerves, my anxiousness for the upcoming journey. That might be what keeps me awake. I know I should rest, store my energy for the trip ahead, but it’s pointless. I can’t sleep.

Sean shifts beside me, his arm draping over my waist, and I tense.

Lifting his arm from my waist, I slip silently from the bed and ease from the bedroom. I take two steps down the hall before coming face-to-face with Sabine. I swallow back a gasp.

“Sorry,” she whispers.

“Hey,” I return. “What are you doing up?”

She lifts a glass. “Water. What are you doing up?”

I glance back to the shut door behind me, unsure how to reply, unwilling to lay it all out there. Especially since I’m fighting the truth within myself, determined to change it.

Instead I go with: “Couldn’t sleep.”

She nods as though understanding. “Nervous about tomorrow?”

I shake my head. “Not really. I’m ready.” Ready and anxious.

She cocks her head, studying me, her gaze dark in the lightless hallway. She motions to her room. “Wanna talk for a while so we don’t wake Gil?”

“Sure.” I follow her into the smaller bedroom and sit on her mattress with my back propped against the wall.

She follows suit, sitting cross-legged and holding her glass in her lap, lightly tracing the rim. “What do you think it will be like when we get over there?”

I shrug. “Better than this, I’m sure. We won’t be paranoid over the Agency showing up.” At least I don’t think they’re following carriers into Mexico. And from what we’ve managed to hear on the radio, the Mexican government is too busy focusing their efforts on protecting the border. They’re not chasing down fugitives inside their country.

We knew when we ran that there would be no going back to Mount Haven. No second chances. If they catch us, we’re dead. I rest my head against the wall and slide her a long glance. Forward is the only way to go. “At least over there we have a shot.”

“You ever wonder if it’s like Mount Haven over there, too?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well. A bunch of carriers cooped up together . . . we know how dangerous that can be.”

“There won’t be anyone forcing us to hurt each other. We won’t be at anyone’s mercy.” My voice comes out sharper than I intended. I can’t help it. It’s always there. The fact that I’m just what they said I am—what my DNA proclaims me to be. A killer. “We’ll be free to go or stay. That makes all the difference in the world. It’s not a prison.”

She takes a long drink from her glass. “But we’ll still be trapped—”

“Not trapped,” I quickly insert. “I’ll never be trapped again. We can come and go—”

“And go where?” At my silence, she snorts, and the sound irks me, seeming to say, I thought so.

She shakes her head. “I’m just keeping things in perspective . . . and hoping you are, too.”

“Me?” I blink. “Why wouldn’t I be keeping things in perspective?” Whatever that means.

“I just don’t think things will necessarily be better over there.”

They have to be. I simply stare at her.

She continues, “We’re different . . . all of us. You know that, right? I mean this—” She waves in the direction of my neck and the imprint there. I resist the urge to touch it—like I can feel the brand on my skin. “Some of us are killers. It’s in our blood . . . that ability. It doesn’t mean we walk around killing without conscience, but we’re just . . . better equipped to do it. Some people don’t have it in them, but we do. You’ll feel a lot better once you accept that.”

I stare at her blankly, slowly processing her words. I refuse to agree. I can never agree. I don’t want to be different in that way. I don’t want to be better equipped. “I can’t accept that.”

“You killed—”

“I had to,” I cut in swiftly, hating her a little right then for daring to throw that in my face. She’s supposed to be my friend.

“Precisely.” She nods. “For Sean. That’s my point. Someone else maybe couldn’t have even done that. But you’re a carrier. . . .” Her voice trails off, her eyes gleaming at me suggestively. Encouragingly. Like a mother urging her baby to take its first step. C’mon. You can do it . . . you can get there. Keep trying.

I twist my shoulder in a semblance of a shrug.

She blows out a heavy breath. “You should be glad you’re the way you are. Or Sean would be dead.”

My lips part, impossible words hanging there, unformed, strangling way back in my throat.

“Think about it,” she adds. “I’m not judging. I can understand it.”

“You can?”

“When I was beating up Addy—”

“You didn’t end her life,” I remind sharply. Big. Difference.

“No, but it was easy. I didn’t blink over hurting her.”

I shake my head. “She brutalized you. She was trying to keep us from escaping.”

“Exactly.” Her eyes glint at me, satisfied that she has made her point.

“Maybe,” I murmur, ready to quit talking about it and stick my head in a hole in true ostrich fashion. I scoot off the bed. “I’m going to try to get some sleep. Good night.” Suddenly returning to bed and the room of my haunting isn’t so unappealing. The conversation with her made my head hurt. Even after I make it back to my room and slide into bed beside Sean, I can still hear her words ringing in my ears. You should be glad you’re the way you are.
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